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Making Connections
by Lucy Daniels
Noble Bennington was at his best on the from home. He’d hoped that getting away from
telephone. Dialing ignited a titillating sense of Raleigh, where he’d grown up feeling an outcast
power—stature, virility, impeccability —that mo and was later embarrassed by his marriage, would
mentarily dissipated his usual self-doubt. Noble help him become more cosmopolitan personally
also prided himself on being able to use the phone and more assertive and self-reliant professionally.
anywhere—at his office desk, in bed, in his car, in Although the marriage counselor they’d seen had
public booths, or in those hotel rooms with exten made pretty clear that Charlotte’s personality as
sions beside the toilet, with additional challenges an adult child of an alcoholic had caused their re
welcomed when necessary, which gave him con lationship to fail, other people did not know that.
siderable peace of mind and added a large degree Also, divorce seemed degrading to the Bennington
of flexibility to his otherwise busy and sometimes heritage, which Noble had always felt handicapped
hectic life. To colleagues, such constant avail in living up to anyway. All of these had seemed
ability by phone might seem an idiosyncratic and good reasons to start over in a big city.
slightly irritating effort to ingratiate clients in his
However, the shadows from Noble’s past were
real estate brokerage business. But for Nobee, not so easily escaped. He worked well in the firm
his nickname since second grade, keeping clients where two of the partners were distant friends of his
updated was secondary to a much more pressing grandfather and uncle. Despite no great advances,
personal need.
he worked every day in a way that his supervi
Five days a week, Noble had psychoanalysis sor observed without complaint. Yet friendships
over the telephone with Dr. Samuel Agroni of failed to develop beyond a few lunch and dinner
Chicago. Except for the use of the telephone, dates, and his reluctance in regard to women grew
these 50-minute sessions were much like the 40- more distressing as the months passed. While this
odd sessions Bennington had had with Agroni in reluctance seemed a natural consequence of the
person years earlier. At home or in his office, he painful breakup with Charlotte, Noble could never
even shut the door and leaned back in a reclining see himself as flawless. So Charlotte’s declaring
chair like the one at Dr. Agroni’s. On the road, herself an adult child of alcoholics had left him
he would begin to look 30 minutes ahead of time wondering what personal deficits had led him to
for a secluded spot where he could count on not marry such an injured person and then hurt her
being disturbed. Sometimes the best he could find more by neglecting her needs. He never wanted
was a parking garage, a problem that had led him to be in the same position again.
to purchase a high-powered antenna some years
That such a beautiful woman as Charlotte could
earlier. And even in the car, Noble carried a special be so disturbed had been the rudest awakening of
wedge-shaped pillow so that he could relax and Noble s 25 years. He had tried everything he knew
focus inwardly for the full 50 minutes, no matter to restore his dark-haired, brown-eyed bride of
where he called from.
two years to the fun-loving companion she’d been
Bennington had first consulted Agroni at 27, before the wedding. Charlotte had wept, “You say
while he was working in a Chicago accounting firm you try, but I m left here evening after evening
after the end of his mamage. His uncle and grand while you work! I didn’t get married for this—to
father had helped him get a job there because he’d be a bird in a cage!”
decided he had to have experience on his own, away
“It won’t be like this forever,” he argued,

4

WESTVIEW

M aking C onnections

reaching to touch her hand. “I believe I can work
it out to be home at least three nights a week. And
later, when—”
“Three nights a week!” Her pretty face went
red with rage. “Why not five, at least? You must
not love me to treat me so badly.”
“I do,” Noble murmured. “Even the work I do
is for us. Please, darling—”
“Don’t sweet talk me! I....”
At the marriage counselor’s, Noble had come to
understand that choosing not to gratify someone’s
every need did not make him insensitive. Still,
even after the divorce, he’d not been able to stop
blaming himself. So, besides feeling there was
something wrong with him for not relating more
easily, even in Chicago, Noble could not trust his
own judgment about whom to get involved with.
And, eventually, depression became so severe that
he decided to see a therapist and somehow (years
later, he never could remember how) ended up
with Agroni.
Dr. Samuel Agroni was a man of medium
height but spare frame. Already, in 1980, his hair
had been nearly white, his goatee predominantly
gray streaked with brown. His brown eyes seemed
inordinately intense, peering at Bennington from
either side of a hooked nose. But exoticness,
not age, was Noble’s experience there. Agroni’s
clothes—usually three-piece suits of richly woven
fabric—seemed exquisite wrapping. He gave the
impression of a shrunken, white-haired prophet
against a tapestry-draped paneled wall, an al
most magically wise man whose power radiated
from the eyes burning in his solemn face. Yet Dr.
Agroni was so formally respectful that he seemed
almost invisible. He insisted on calling Noble “Mr.
Bennington” and otherwise said almost nothing,
conducting the initial session with a mixture of
hand gestures and interrogative comments, such
as “Oh?”, “How was that?”, and “What then?”
which had the effect of making the patient talk
more. At first Noble had not realized that Agroni
was an analyst. He had felt relieved that he was

able to talk to someone at length about his distress
and to receive a few wise comments. In response
to Noble’s account of how his mother had died be
fore he was six months old and how his father had
been killed in an automobile accident the summer
after Noble turned two, the doctor simply shook
his head while remarking, “Phew!” And after
Noble’s description of how he’d felt isolated and
peculiar growing up as his benevolent, wise, but
distant grandfather’s dependent, mainly cared for
by black servants, Agroni remarked, “Of course. It
sounds like you not only suffered repeated trauma
but had to get by without the holding that every
child needs.”
Though puzzled by such statements, and
especially by their surprising mixture of formal
respectfulness and kind intimacy, Noble felt oddly
encouraged to keep talking. Out came things he’d
pondered all his life but never expected to voice to
anyone. Among these were minor memories, like
how he’d worn short pants until he was 13 and how
he’d always felt, despite Grandfather’s generosity
and kindness, like a terrible disappointment—odd,
illegitimate, and insufficient where a remarkable
person was needed. To his surprise, after moving
from sitting up and facing Agroni to lying on his
couch and talking to the blank wall, Noble felt less
alone than ever before.
Except for increased attention to his appear
ance, there were no visible effects of this treatment.
Noble Bennington remained an awkward misfit at
work and in his apartment. He still worried about
his timidity with women, but rather than forcing
himself into the arena scared and ridiculous, he
took Agroni’s advice and tried to understand his
own anxiety before getting into another relation
ship. Interest in exotic clothes began as part of his
effort to feel like he really did belong in Chicago
an established resident rather than a transient.
His first purchase was a maroon cashmere jacket
with shoulder pads that enhanced the width of his
chest. When his cotton shirts looked shabby, he
substituted silk ones and, in the process, became
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enamored of gold chains. So, little by little, as his firm," the old man said nearly every visit “Your
wardrobe expanded, Noble came to feel and look father would be proud to see his namesake so well
like a prosperous businessman. He even wondered established.”
why, with all his money, he had never thought of
"I'm not a partner, you know. Grandfather. I’m
doing this before.
just an associate,” Nobee reminded him, smoothing
Noble started listening to his own voice —at the sleeve of his Brooks Brothers jacket.
Dr. Agroni’s, on the telephone, with colleagues,
Of course, the old man continued. “But if
and with his supervisor. He could not change the you do your work and present yourself well, the
drawling weakness his voice conveyed, but he did Bennington name will honor you as you fulfill it....
decide that holding back and saying less, so that the That’s what my father said to me, Noble, and I’m
other person said more, was a useful step. Agroni sure your father would say it to you if he were here.
did not seem to notice these changes, “because,” I believe I said it to him.”
Noble told himself, “he works with the inner me,
The way Grandfather’s waxen head looked
the part that every body else has neglected.” And too big for his shriveled body reminded Nobee of
for Noble, the sense of being swaddled in the a fetus. He could remember Grandfather tall and
composure produced by Agroni’s listening was erect, flying about the country to serve on a mul
the most valuable purchase of all. He carried that titude of boards of directors. He had the feeling
swaddledness around everywhere and came to rely now that to get anything substantial from Grand
on it, especially in difficult situations.
father, he would need to get it quickly before the
Several months into Noble’s work with Agroni, old man dried up completely. But, as always, the
Grandfather suffered a stroke and asked Noble to
visits were much more for Grandfather than for
return to Raleigh. For Noble, as he complied, the
Nobee. Though they seemed the least he could do
request felt as much a relief as an interference.
for a man who had been the closest thing he’d had
After all, Grandfather was the only continuous
to a responsible parent, what most bothered Nobee
person in Noble’s life. Furthermore, despite not
about those conversations was their mechanical
having Agroni in Raleigh, Noble did have a greater sameness.
capacity to look substantial. He soon joined the
After more than three decades of being to
accounting firm of Smith, Jones, and Tucker and
gether, the distance between him and Grandfather
rented an apartment that felt spacious compared to
seemed as vast as ever. What Nobee wondered
the one in Chicago. He felt a little awkward and
since his work with Dr. Agroni was whether that
raw but no lonelier than in the Windy City.
emptiness was his fault or Grandfather’s.
Grandfather wanted to see Noble at least every
The worst thing about being back in Raleigh
other day for an hour or so, and their relationship
turned out to be getting along without the analyst.
was little changed from 20 years earlier. The real
Missing Agroni motivated Noble to take the steps
reasons for Grandfather’s having summoned Noble
the doctor had urged on him to find another thera
home were his aging and fear of approaching death.
pist. He consulted all three of the people recom
The only impairments from his stroke were minor
mended. One was a brutish-sounding guy in his
weakness in his left arm and occasional slurring
thirties whom Noble couldn’t stand. The other two
of speech. Perhaps having his grandson near made
were a middle-aged matron named Anne Privett
the 85-year-old man feel younger. Certainly for
and a bald-headed professional type named Robert
Noble, their talks evoked the feeling of wearing
Guile. Noble tried Privett first, thinking it would be
short pants.
easier to get over Agroni if the replacement were
“I am proud to see you in such a fine accounting
a woman. But after seven sessions—two sitting
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up and five lying down —he decided that Privett’s
provincial attitude and mousy tone made him too
angry. Although he knew he was lucky to have
the money from Grandfather to be able to afford
analysis, he hated to pay someone who didn't have
the wherewithal to really help him.
So, by 1982, when Grandfather had his heart
attack and died, Bennington had begun seeing
Dr. Guile. Guile seemed the reverse of Privett—
someone who probably did have the substance
but whose style was to withhold it. Grandfather's
death temporarily put Noble more in contact with
Uncle George and his wife Ann. Helping with the
guests at the wake, serving as a pallbearer, and try
ing to check out the details of the will made him
feel more illegitimate as well as abandoned. Yet
Guile remained silent and unresponsive, really so
unhelpful, that Noble called Agroni.
The doctor’s first comment, “Mr. Bennington,
do you have a lawyer?” made Noble feel touched
for the first time in a year. After that, there were
weeks of talking with Agroni periodically while
still seeing Guile. But Guile’s silent style could
not survive the contrast.
Several months after ending treatment, Noble
persuaded Agroni to treat him over the phone.
When Noble looked back later, he saw that
resuming analysis with Dr. Agroni marked the start
of his life. Before then, although he had already
secured a lawyer to look out for him with Grand
father’s estate, many other aspects of his existence
were depressing and clumsily managed. Of course,
women remained the worst aspect, because of how
painfully his ineptness with them impacted Nobee’s
self-image. Being a CPA was another downer;
time with Smith, Jones, and Tucker convinced him
that accounting was work he hated. And, perhaps
because of his conflicts about women and work,
Nobee was in continual anguish regarding him
self, especially his physical self. Shaving became
an activity that he dreaded daily because it con
fronted him with his reflection in the mirror. This
discomfort was new, as he realized one day. For

most of his adult life, instead of seeing his face, he
had focused only on its contour, skin, and bristles.
Now, though, his weak amber eyes looking back
from beneath almost invisible brows, his slightly
effeminate pert nose, and the thin, pale lips made
him shudder with humiliation.
Nobee continually mused about how to make
his face appear more forceful. While his goldrimmed glasses with their round lenses and arched
nose bridge did help, he also tried a variety of con
servative changes in hairstyle. His boring brown
hair looked no less shabby in a neat conventional
cut or crew cut. Shaving his head was something
he could never bring himself to do, imagining that
it would make his face invisible, like the empty
eye of a needle. But he did try the other extreme —
letting his hair grow long. And despite all the
distress with different stages on the way—shaggy,
earlobe Dutch boy, straight pageboy —by the time
it was shoulder length and could be pulled back in
a ponytail, he liked his hair enough to keep it that
way. At the same time, he concluded there was no
point bothering with beard or mustache because
his square jaw and prominent chin were aspects
of him that did look strong.
The discomfort gravitated to his clothes. He
could take an hour to dress for work. If he put on a
three-piece suit like Smith and Tucker wore, he felt
like a six-year-old dressed for Sunday school. If he
left off the vest, he felt like a slob. One snowy day,
when he put on a lush sweater similar to those worn
by some of the Chicago partners, he found himself
expecting Tucker to terminate him at first sight.
“How do you feel about your money?” Agroni
asked near the middle of one early session.
“I don’t know.” Nobee leaned back against the
bed pillows and glanced at the bedroom furnishings
of his rented apartment. Since he hadn’t yet realized
he needed a shoulder prop to hold the telephone,
his arm was tired. “Maybe I don’t have any feel
ings about it. I don’t think I live rich —except for
talking to you. It makes me uncomfortable to relate
to rich people, so I avoid them if I can. But I don’t
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think about it much.”
“Maybe you need to. Maybe you’ll discover
something if you do.”
By the end of their first year of working over
the telephone, Grandfather’s estate was nearly
settled and essentially uncontested, with Noble and
Uncle George each getting half. Dr. Agroni seemed
to persist with issues of self-worth: “How does it
make you feel to refer to him as ‘Uncle George’
and to yourself as ‘Nobee’? How would it affect
you to call yourself ‘Noble’ like your father and
grandfather?” And later, after Nobee had spent
weeks self-consciously struggling to use his full
name: “How does it make you feel about yourself
to work as an accountant when you hate the job?”
Or What is it about you or about women that
makes them both so necessary and so discomfort
ing?” Such questions made Nobee sit up straight
and sometimes even doodle to relieve his agita
tion. “Given the fact that you are financially very
fortunate in a life that has been brutally depriving
emotionally, is there something you could do with
your money that might benefit your life and sense
of self?”
None of this talk helped Nobee feel any less
awkward and isolated. Nevertheless, he persisted
in puzzling over Agroni’s questions with the aim
of trying to take effective action. Thinking about
the money —reminding himself that Dr. Agroni
said it was an asset, rather than wealth he did not
deserve and should be ashamed to have —was
Nobee’s first step in this direction. And later, when
he could acknowledge that both Dr. Agroni and his
luxurious status-claiming clothes were products of
that wealth, it began to dawn on Noble that he was
indeed fortunate and not necessarily guilty. He also
became able to think in more detail about things he
wanted. Two cashmere jackets and six silk shirts
no longer seemed sufficient. Rather, Noble wanted
his clothes to look both exciting and mysterious;
he wanted a new way of wearing them that would
make other people curious and desiring.
This idea came more into focus as he consid
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ered moving from his rented apartment to a luxury
condominium. After that move, it dawned on him
that speculative real estate might be a vocation
in which he could use both his money and his
accounting experience to personal advantage. In
1984, Noble put up a small part of the capital for
a luxury office building. When he got back triple
what he’d put in by 1986, he left Smith, Jones, and
Tucker, earned his realtor’s license, and opened his
own real estate office. Noble’s first project paired
him with a contractor who wanted to build upscale
office condos. That was when he began using
the portable phone and wedge-shaped pillow for
analysis on the road.
To Noble’s surprise, this increased degree of
portability heated things up on all fronts. In analysis
itself, the swaddled sensation, first noticed in Chi
cago, became greatly intensified. It felt miraculous
that he could ring the analyst up at the appointed
hour from any place on earth and always have
his trusted baritone respond, “Hello. This is Dr.
Agroni.” Noble felt even more comfortable with
the doctor than earlier, but also more alone in
the world with him, almost like they were sealed
together inside the telephone lines. Stretched out
in the backseat of his Buick with the heavy-duty
antenna attached to the roof, he also felt with sen
sational acuity that he and Agroni might well be
the only such pair or unit in the universe.
In addition to the convenience, Noble came
to feel that in some ways analysis over the phone
was better than analysis in person. Lying back with
the receiver pressed against his chin, he could see
Agroni —white hair, string tie, penetrating brown
eyes in his deeply lined, infinitely thoughtful
expression—as he talked. And that face-to-face il
lusion was something Noble had never experienced
in any other treatment situation. It made him feel
securely in contact as well as confronted, on oc
casion, in a way that was surprisingly sustaining.
After Agroni’s repeated mention of how Noble
had always longed for a good father, it was easy to
imagine that this growing security had to do with
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feeling that the doctor was a father figure. But there
was much more to the problem. Besides not being
patronizing as per Noble’s concept of fathers. Dr.
Agroni seemed to understand his patient’s feelings
in a way that made Noble feel known as never
before.
As their work extended. Noble also discovered
a new sense of his own continuity, related to how
every day, week after week, he could pick up the
phone wherever he was at the appointed hour and
dial up Dr. Agroni. The only times when this sense
of his own eternalness faltered were during the
doctor’s month-long summer vacations. Having to
deal with being alone, while at the same time not
knowing where Agroni was, made Noble anxious.
Chicago was distant, but at least it was definite.
Nowhere, or even anywhere, was painfully nebu
lous. Some years, Noble had to ring up Agroni’s
answer machine several times to listen to his voice.
Talking about this distress before and after the doc
tor’s vacations also resulted in Noble’s developing
a more secure sense of clarity about both himself
and the analyst. Agroni never did speak about his
own personal life, but Noble pieced together bits
of information to conclude that the doctor was a
widower. In 1989, Dr. Agroni acknowledged that he
was 81 and that his ability to practice could be cut
short at any moment by illness or death. He added,
however, that according to his physician, he was
very healthy for now. Contrary to Noble’s initial
dismay, this disclosure, in the context of Agroni’s
forthrightness, increased his sense of security.
Whether the power of their work fired up the
rest of his life (as Noble believed), or whether the
strength and ability he was accumulating in the
world inspired the analytic sessions, the results
were exhilarating. As the ventures of Bennington
Real Estate branched out from investing to broker
ing to developing small and later large projects,
Noble Bennington accumulated a clientele who
came to depend on the long-winded, personalized
voicemail messages with which he kept them
updated:

“Hello, Mr. Davis,” he’d drawl. “This is Noble
Bennington calling to keep you posted on that
piece of land we’re trying to get under contract.”
Or “Hello, Henry, this is Noble Bennington. We
got that contract signed by Ted Weathers. He made
a few changes that I think aren’t significant, but I
want to bring it by for you to see. Please leave me
a message about when would be a good time.”
Sometimes in his voicemail, there were as
many as ten different voices getting back to him
and making him feel that even though this was just
work, there were other people in his life besides
Agroni. And these other people called him a mix
of names: “Noble,” “Mr. Bennington,” or even
“Noble Bennington.” Sometimes, too, due to the
busyness in his schedule or those of his clients,
he held conferences over his car telephone. When
he did so, Noble typically had two very different
reactions. During the conference itself, he tended
to feel in charge and well-connected to the other
people. But afterward, intense loneliness welled up
in him, triggering painful impatience with himself
for not having made more progress in relating to
women.
Slowly, this shameful sense of failure in inti
mate relationships gave way to more manageable
determination to address the problem. Though he
was still living in relative isolation personally,
confidence about his appearance and developing
career eventually provided new courage for the
work. So, in 1990, Noble began dating again,
starting, as Agroni had encouraged, by just asking
female friends to have a drink after the symphony
or to meet for lunch on a workday. “How do you
feel?” the spare, persistent voice articulated. “That
is the issue regardless of whom you’re with or what
you’re doing. How you feel will determine how
you behave. Only knowing that can you have the
good sense to stop and ask yourself why you’re
feeling that way and how you want to manage that
feeling. When you can do that, you have a choice.
That’s freedom.”
“ I might be lacking good sense,” Nobee
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drawled. “That’s how 1 got my nickname, you
know, back in grade school, because 1 couldn’t
make decisions. Grandfather wanted me to have
everything; he didn’t understand that I didn’t know
what 1 wanted.”
“However, he did give you his name," the clear,
somber voice declared. “And you and 1 both know
that you decided you preferred working with me
over the telephone to working in person with the
therapists you could see in Raleigh. You decided
that.”
“Yeah. Because since I'd had it before, 1 knew
what I wanted.”
“So, how can you do the same thing with
women?”
“I don't know if 1 can. All I could learn from
Charlotte is what I don't want—and with these
others, 1 think I keep learning what they don’t
want, whether on the second date or in the third
month. One thing that stops me now, 1 believe, is
fear of rejection." Nobee paused then to sit up; ly
ing down felt draggy. "What 1 want doesn’t seem
to matter.”
"There 1 have to disagree,” the doctor inter
rupted. “What you want is all-important...or...let
me be more direct. It seems to me that you are much
more afraid of closeness than of rejection.”
As impossible as the statement sounded, and
as much as he hated to believe it, Noble knew that
what the doctor said was true. For a few seconds,
he felt like the phone had gone dead. Then he made
himself ask, “ But as lonely as I am, why would I...
Why would anybody fear closeness?”
"If you don't get close, there’s nothing to lose.
Because you lost so much so early, part of you
never wants to be in that situation again.”
Nobee squinted to see the piercing brown eyes
and taut face more clearly. Though this was not the
first time Agroni had spoken about Noble’s early
losses, today those words had more impact. To
regain calm, Nobee tried to go back to before the
doctor’s interruption. “Why do you say that what
I want is all-important?”
Photos (detail) by Joel Kendall
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“Think about what happens when you want
something.”
Nobee’s mind went blank momentarily. “The
only thing I can think of is that 1 try to get it.”
“Exactly!”
Noble did not speak.
“By the way, there's another detail in this that
might be useful. The indecisiveness you were
speaking of earlier.”
“What about it?”
“Indecisiveness is also a way to avoid loss.
Choosing one thing always involves giving up
something else.”
Assimilating hours like that one was never
easy. Driving away from the parking garage, Noble
felt disoriented. He had to focus deliberately to
remember which road to take back to Interstate 40.
For several days, it felt like the earth was crumbling
beneath his feet as he gradually adjusted to the
idea that it was not stupidity or lack of sexuality
that isolated him, but his own fear of loss if he got
what he wanted. Once the cool peace of this new
way of looking at things had become more famil
iar, he refocused on his problems with women.
“Sometimes my own anxiety is so tremendous that
I hardly care about the person I’m with. I just want

to live through the evening.”
“Sure....Have you noticed when you’re most
apt to feel anxious?”
“Not at the start usually. I’ve got past that.
Funny, but it might be just when I’m doing what
we’ve talked about—trying to notice how I feel
about this person, whether I want her or not.”
“Being indecisive?”
“No.”
“Trying not to be, perhaps....Do you give your
self time to see how you feel?”
Silence.
“1 mean to. But I remember that with Gail, you
said I was acting ‘desperate.’ You compared my
behavior to rushing to buy a tract of land without
doing the due diligence.”
“Yep. That’s right. But here’s another crucial
question: Why would you do that? Or, perhaps,
what makes you feel desperate?”
It was after that that Noble took on his largest
speculative project ever—a major shopping center
between Raleigh and Knightdale. At the same time,
his descriptions of some of his encounters with
women led Agroni to ask about his clothes.
“There’s no problem there,” Noble told him in
late 1994. “Clothes were the first way I began to try
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to claim myself....I don’t know if you’ll remember.
1 started while I was still in Chicago. There may
have been something about wanting to look more
like you.”
Silence from the telephone.
“Usually, on a date, I try to look casually
fine—like a comfortable guy who enjoys the best
things in life.”
“What do the women wear?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, maybe you need to notice. Most women
like to be complimented on how they look....Do
you think you might be outshining them?”
Noble had never thought of that. He tried to
focus on it by recalling the clothes of Angle, Esther,
Holly, and even Charlotte. By then he had also
begun to date, for the second time, a quiet woman
named Jane, who had been an intern when he was
at Smith, Jones, and Tucker. “Jane’s clothes are a
little like her,” he mused to Agroni. “Stylish but
stiff.”
“How do you feel about that?”
"1 think I like it. Jane makes me feel a little
dumb and weak, because she’s so professional. But
her clothes make me feel substantial.”
This work on the subject of women was cut
short by the faltering, and then the collapse, of No
ble’s shopping center project The loss of millions of
dollars, wiped away overnight, was inconceivable
at first, devastating next. Noble was left with only
eleven million, which had the strange advantage of
at least seeming countable. Women slipped from his
mind altogether. The tangible money that was left,
compared with the much vaster sum that had been
lost, filled him with agitation and relentless guilt.
The security of his remainder feeling circumscribed
alternated with a catastrophic sense of everything he
owned, including himself, going down the drain.
Again, what seemed to make the difference
was Agroni.
Listening, listening, listening each hour before
bringing their session to a close with statements
that seemed constant, even though phrased differ
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ently, about a variety of issues:“Failure is always
painful...and scary...especially for someone who
has had such devastating losses in early life...
There’s at least one advantage to experiencing such
a failure. It’s yours and, therefore, something you
may be able to learn and grow from.”
Once more, the doctor turned out to be right.
A few months later, Noble was able to use the
patience and endurance developed through the
real estate crisis to help as he resumed dating Jane
and Donna and Laura, with the aim of becoming
more clear about what he liked. But this time,
Noble’s efforts to leam through continuity without
intensity led to problems not previously encoun
tered. In less than two months, both Donna and
another girlfriend named Edna discarded Noble
with icy disdain—“because you’re just too wishywashy!”—while Noble had to reject Laura because
of her temper. The gray that now streaked his brown
hair in the mirror’s reflection intensified his despair
over these apparent episodes of Charlotte deja vu.
And the fact that Jane’s good-natured detachment
allowed them to keep seeing each other every week
or two was little comfort. While working through
these dilemmas, Noble came to feel that, besides
being dependable and portable, analysis was more
permanent than anything else in life.
By May 1996, despite having been in treatment
nearly 16 years. Noble felt less apprehensive than
usual w hen Dr. Agroni announced his vacation
beginning early in July. There was a certain sense
of this, too, being one of the repetitions—like the
analytic sessions themselves —that made their
work feel comfortingly enduring. That year, as
usual, Noble planned to weather their break by
working the first and last weeks and vacationing
in between, second week at the beach, third in
New York. He also considered the Olympics being
in Atlanta as a real boon, as a further distraction
from the loneliness and increased sense of sexual
inadequacy that he expected to surface during the
doctor’s absence.
However, those weeks were not good ones for
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Agroni to be away. In the heat of stressful negotia
tions that depended on rezoning, except for a couple
of dinners with Jane, Noble saw no alternative but
to put women on hold until the doctor’s return. Still,
with the discipline of pursuing his usual routine, he
did not find it necessary to call Chicago and listen
to the doctor’s message. If tempted to do so when
at home alone, he turned on the television instead.
After TWA flight 800 exploded over Long Island
and crashed into the Atlantic Ocean, there was that
suspenseful investigation to watch as well. This
distraction felt particularly lucky because Noble’s
stereo had finally worn out, and he hadn’t had time
to pick out a new one.
It was near the end of the second week, when
Noble was about to pack for New York, that the
odd message greeted him from his answer machine:
“This is Dr. Mark Phillips in Chicago. I am a col
league of Dr. Agroni. Please give me a call at (312)
779-4353.1will be in my office and available to the
phone all Friday morning. If you cannot call then,
please leave some times when I can reach you.”
It was early Friday when Noble heard the
message. He had planned to go shopping to look
at stereos as soon as the stores opened. He did not
want to return the call; thinking about it made him
afraid. Still, when all dressed to go out, he did stop
and make himself do it.
“Hello, this is Dr. Phillips.”
“This is Noble Bennington in Raleigh return
ing your call.”
“Oh yes. Good morning, Mr. Bennington.
Thank you for calling back. The circumstances
under which I’m calling you are completely strange

to me but compelling....”
Noble felt light-headed and recognized the
wisp of a fantasy focused around this doctor’s
calling to introduce him to a woman.
“I regret to tell you that Dr. Agroni was on the
TWA flight eight hundred to Paris when it exploded
on July seventeen.”
Noble could not breathe. He stood paralyzed,
in a vacuum, neither hearing nor seeing as he clung
to the phone by its shoulder prop. No words came
to mind.
“Mr. Bennington? Are you there?”
“Yes. This is a terrible shock. Thank you for
calling.” The receiver fell back into its cradle.
Noble thought of calling to listen to Dr. Agroni’s
voice one more time. He felt too sick to do it.
Instead, he headed automatically for the car,
only to stop abruptly in the kitchen and to turn
back, to settle, head in hands, on the edge of his
unmade bed. To think. To feel. To make a choice.
None of which seemed possible because of the
emptiness in his brain. After a few minutes, he
realized there really was only one choice—to pull
himself together and go on the best he could. He
exchanged his linen pants and fashionable silk shirt
for jeans and a striped T-shirt. Then he combed his
hair, studied himself critically in the mirror, and sat
down again beside the phone. Holding the receiver
to his ear, he carefully punched in the next most
familiar number.
“J-Jane,” he stammered when she picked up.
“I need to have coffee.”
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